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Abstract 
In October 2010, the radio broadcaster Philip Dodd interviewed Clio Barnard about her new 
documentary, The Arbor (2010), based on the life of the late playwright Andrea Dunbar. As 
part of the filmmaking process, Barnard recorded audio LQWHUYLHZVZLWK'XQEDU¶VIDPLO\WKHQ
hired professional actors to lip-synch the responses in the film. Dodd had a major problem 
with this method: The Arbor is rooted in the lives of working class Northern women, yet for 
Dodd, µWKH\¶UH QRW JRRG HQRXJK WR EH VHHQ¶ ,Q D SDVVLRQDWH GHIHQFH %DUQDUG DUJXHG µ,
ZDQWHGSHRSOHWRVSHDNIRUWKHPVHOYHV¶ 7KLVDUWLFOHH[DPLQHV%DUQDUG¶VIilm in conjunction 
with Rita, Sue and Bob Too! (Clarke, 1987), for which Dunbar wrote the screenplay. A 
paradox is considered, where WKHµUHDO¶DQGµDXWKHQWLF¶IHPDOHYRLFHVRIDunbar, her family 
and neighbours are then mediated by cinematic form; this is placed within a wider argument 
about how issues around realism and representation in documentary and fiction film 
contribute to our understanding of the North in popular culture. The analysis then situates this 
thinking in terms of the representation of Northern writers and spaces, considering how the 
site-specific locations of writers affect the kind of cultural texts that they are able to produce.  
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Speaking for Herself: Andrea Dunbar and Bradford on Film 
 
,Q2FWREHU WKHEURDGFDVWHU3KLOLS'RGG LQWHUYLHZHG&OLR%DUQDUGRQ%%&5DGLR¶V
µ1LJKW:DYHV¶. He talked about her new documentary, The Arbor (2010), based on the life 
and legacy of the late Bradford playwright Andrea Dunbar. Barnard conceived of the film as a 
final part in a trilogy of works about the Buttershaw estate in Bradford. Barnard saw the first 
stage of the trilogy aV'XQEDU¶VWKUHHSOD\VThe Arbor (1980), Rita, Sue and Bob Too (1982) 
and Shirley (1986). The second, A State Affair  LV 5RELQ 6RDQV¶ YHUEDWLP SOD\ RQ
Buttershaw following the heroin epidemic of the 1990s. As part of the filmmaking process, 
Barnard recorded audio interviews with 'XQEDU¶VIDPLO\WKHQhired professional actors to lip-
synch the responses in the film. Dodd had a major problem with this approach: The Arbor is 
rooted in WKH OLYHVRIZRUNLQJFODVV1RUWKHUQZRPHQ\HW%DUQDUG¶VPHWKRGPHDQW µWKH\¶UH
QRW JRRG HQRXJK WR EH VHHQ¶ (BBC, 2010b). In a passionate defence, Barnard argued 
µ$QGUHD¶V SOD\V ZHUH EDVHG RQ KHU H[SHULHQFH DQG , ZDQWHG WKLV WR EH EDVHG RQ YHUEDWLP
WHVWLPRQ\DQGH[SHULHQFH ,GLGQ¶WZDQW WRJRWRSHRSOHRXWVLGHWKHFRPPXQLW\WRFRPPHQW
on the community¶FRQFOXGLQJµI wanted people to spHDNIRUWKHPVHOYHV¶  
7KLV DUWLFOH H[DPLQHV %DUQDUG¶V ILOP LQ FRQMXQFWLRQ ZLWK the film adaptation of 
'XQEDU¶VVHFRQGSOD\ Rita, Sue and Bob Too! (Clarke, 1987; the exclamation mark added for 
the film title, henceforth shortened to Rita). Examining The Arbor and Rita (for which Dunbar 
also wrote the screenplay), this research considers the paradox articulated by Dodd, where the 
µUHDO¶DQGµDXWKHQWLF¶IHPDOHYRLFHVRIDunbar, her family and neighbours on the Buttershaw 
estate in Bradford are mediated by the cinematic form. In turn, I then assess what this might 
say about the representation of Northern writers and spaces. This approach is influenced by 
3LHUUH %RXUGLHX¶V The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of a Literary Field, where he 
argues µthat understanding the work of art would mean understanding the vision of the world 
belonging to a social group which has figured either as starting point or as intended recipient 
for the artist in composing the work¶S. %RXUGLHX¶VLGHDVKDYHEHHQGeveloped by 
Ian MacDonald in his work on screenwriting poetics, where he insists WKDW WKH µDOPRVW
sacrosanct traditions of poetics are (more prosaically) formed by social context (2013, p.25, 
his emphasis). By examining how film represents Dunbar and Buttershaw, we can think about 
how site-specific locations of writers affect the kind of cultural texts that they produce, and 
how audiences then receive these texts.  
Representations of the North have become synonymous with social realism and the 
depiction of working class life in industrial and post-industrial landscapes (Marris, 2001, 
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p.47). British New Wave films such as Room at the Top (Clayton, 1959) and Billy Liar 
(Schlesinger, 1963) defined Bradford as a thriving, industrial playground of the working man. 
However, John Hill has pointed out that from the 1980s, British cinema began to depict 
1RUWKHUQFLWLHVVXFKDV/LYHUSRROLQWHUPVRIµXUEDQDQGLQGXVWULDOGHFOLQH¶p.167). The 
WZR ILOPV ,¶P GLVFXVVLQJ take their origins from plays written by a young, (non)-working 
class mother with three young children, living on a post-war council estate in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s. 'XQEDU¶V1RUWKD de-industrialised, broken city, is a world away from the 
Victorian splendour and soot blackened stone that Billy Liar amiably wanders through. As 
director Alan Clarke notes of Room at the TopµWKH\ZHUHDOODERXWZRUNLQJFODVVDQJVWEXWDW
OHDVWDOO WKHFKDUDFWHUVKDG MREV<RXFRXOGQ¶WPDNHILOPV OLNH WKDWQRZ+XWFKLQVRQ
p.20). As such, this article argues that the specificity of Bradford in the 1970s and 1980s is 
FHQWUDOWR'XQEDU¶VµYLVLRQRIWKHZRUOG¶that when we interrogate the North we need to pay 
close attention to the temporal, gendered and social contexts of the ZULWHU¶Vworld. The article 
concludes with an examination of the critical backlash to Rita, which highlights some of the 
cultural problems that emerge when a young female writer speaks for herself and her own 
experiences, distinct from (and uninterested in) the male, middle class voices dominating the 
landscape of Northern social realism.  
 
Remembering Andrea: Lorraine and Lisa 
The first section of analysis now explores the lip-synching and audio interviews in the 
opening ten minutes of The Arbor, GXULQJ ZKLFK 'XQEDU¶V GDXJKWHUV /LVD DQG Lorraine 
ruminate on their earliest memories of their mother. Lisa and Lorraine are heard in the audio 
interviews, but actresses play the parts of the girls on screen. The sisters (interviewed 
separately) talk about their childhood bedroom, and a different house on Brafferton Arbor 
(not the house they grew up in) is filmed to represent the space of their memories. This 
opening sequence is startling not only for the formal distancing technique of lip sync, but also 
for what the memories reveal about Dunbar. Looking out of the bedroom window, Lorraine 
0DQMLQGHU 9LUN 'XQEDU¶V HOGHVW GDXJKWHU remembers when she set the bedroom on fire, 
aged seven. /RUUDLQH¶VVKRUW, rhythmic sentences are lyrical: µEHLQJLQWKHKRXVH0XPRXWLQ
the pub. Or mum comatosed LQEHG¶6KHDGGVZLWKIODWUHVLJQDWLRQµDQG«VHWWLQJILUHWRWKH
EHGURRP 7R NHHS P\ EURWKHU DQG VLVWHUV ZDUP &RV LW ZDV FROG¶. A match flares, and 
/RUUDLQH¶V\RXQJHUVLVWHU/LVDUHSODFHVKHURQVFUHHQ/LVDUHFRXQWVher version of events in a 
very broad West Yorkshire accent: 
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$KFDQUHPHPEHU/RUUDLQHVHWWLQ¶ WKHEHGURRPRQ¶W fiy-ah(UUDQ¶ ,ZHUHRQO\
\RXQJWKHQ,ZHUHSURE¶O\RQO\DEDKWILYH%XWVWLOOWH¶WKLVGD\LI\HKWDONDEDKWLW
WRPHDXQWLHVQVWXIIQWKLV¶OOVD\³ZHGHUQWNQRZZKLFKRQHRI\HUVLWZRK´$QG
ahm like it wohnt me because ah can actually remember it, to this day. She were 
messin wi err matches n the mattress cart fiy-ah. 
 
/LVD¶V language is localised and specific, and it changes as she remembers. When she refers to 
her family, her dialect becomes broader. The words, as she enunciates them, becomes a 
marker of her place within her Bradford community; her uncle David Dunbar and aunt, Kathy 
Dunbar, are interviewed later in the film, and also have the same very strong, specific 
intonation and phrasing. However, Lorraine is different. She is visually marked as different in 
the film: Dunbar was white, as is Lisa, EXW/RUUDLQH¶VIDWKHUZDV6RXWK$VLDQDVLVVirk, who 
represents her on screen. However, while Lorraine¶VYRcal patterns clearly mark her as from 
Yorkshire, her delivery is much clearer and more refined. She drops far less of her vowels 
than Lisa. It is in the local vernacular that family relationships are made apparent: /RUUDLQH¶V
speech is a big marker of her difference and (to be revealed later) her ostracism from her 
family.  
The film uses lip-synching and audio testimonials to reveal that WKH VLVWHUV¶
testimonials are often radically different. The memories usually shift and separate in relation 
WR 'XQEDU¶V intentions as a mother: Lisa is a loyal and proud supporter of Dunbar, while 
Lorraine is burned up with bitterness. Through this juxtaposition, Barnard reveals the 
problems of relying upon verbatim testimony and dramatization of key moments. In so doing, 
she follows in the footsteps of documentary filmmaker Errol Morris, whose stylized and 
reflexive model of filmmaking makes similar demands upon its audience. In The Thin Blue 
Line (1988), the crime reconstruction sequences contradict each other, making the audience 
question the veracity of the characters. Films such as these function as a negotiation between 
filmmaker and viewer, ZKHUHZHµattend to the filmmakers engagement with us, speaking not 
only about the historical world but about the problems and issues of representing it DVZHOO¶ 
(Nicholls, 2010, p.194). In a similar fashion, Barnard undermines the techniques of verbatim 
WKHDWUH RI XVLQJ µtaped actuality recording as its SULPDU\ VRXUFH PDWHULDO¶ FUHDWHG WKURXJK
LQWHUYLHZLQJ µRUGLQDU\¶ SHRSOH and ZLWK D FRPPLWPHQW µWR the use of vernacular speech¶
(Paget, 1987, p.317). Much like documentary, verbatim theatre is capable of presenting itself 
as actuality, achieved through access to real people. But, as Stephen Bottoms has pointed out 
in his work on documentary theatre, µrealism and reality are not the same thing, and that 
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XQPHGLDWHGDFFHVVWR³WKHUHDO´LVQRWVRPHWKLQJWKHWKHDWUHFDQHYHUKRQHVWO\SURYLGH¶2006, 
p.57).  
Ideas of GRFXPHQWDU\ RU YHUEDWLP KDYH SDUWLFXODU UHOHYDQFH WR 'XQEDU¶V ZULWLQJ as 
she has regularly been heralded as an authentic voice of the North. In her work on the Royal 
&RXUW¶V QHZ ZULWLQJ SURGXFWLRQV Beswick WHUPV WKH µDXWKHQWLF YRLFH¶ DV ZKHQ µthe 
SOD\ZULJKW¶V own experience and history becomes tied up with the perceived authenticity of 
the story¶noting is µis especially common in socially realist works  (2014, p.98). 'XQEDU¶V
three plays and screenplay were all set in Buttershaw and closely mirror her own experiences. 
When asked by Max Stafford-Clarke, the artistic director of the Royal Court, why she ended a 
VFHQHDW DSDUWLFXODUSRLQW VKH UHVSRQGHG µRK WKH\ZHQW URXQGD FRUQHU ,GLGQ¶WKHDUZKDW
they said nexW¶ +DPPRQGp.14). This is reinforced in The Arbor, she is depicted in 
archive footage pushing Lorraine in a buggy around an estate in Keighley. As she walks, her 
accompanying YRLFHRYHU UHYHDOV µQRZDGD\V SHRSOH ZDQW WR IDFH XS :L¶ ZKDW¶V DFWXDOO\
KDSSHQLQJ&RVLW¶VZKDW¶VDFWXDOO\VDLG¶6KHUHLWHUDWHVµDQG\RXZULWHZKDW¶VVDLG<RXGRQ¶W
OLH ,I \RX¶UHZULWLQJ DERXW VXPPDW WKDW¶V DFWXDOO\KDSSHQLQJ \RX¶UHQRWJRLQJ WR OLH $QG
VD\ RK LW GLQW KDSSHQ ZKHQ LW GLG DOO WKH WLPH¶ 6LPLODUO\ LQ UHYLHZV RI Rita µUHDO¶ LV
repetitively underscored. The Sunday Express¶VDUWLFOHon Dunbar was HQWLWOHGµ7UXH6WRU\¶
DQGLQWKHILUVWVHQWHQFHGHVFULEHGµDILOPVRUHDOLVWLFLWDVWRXQGHGWKHFULWLFV¶DQGµDUHDOVWRU\
ILOPHGRQDUHDOHVWDWH¶:LOOLDPV7KHSURGXFWLRQWHDPSOD\HGWKLVXSWKHH[HFXWLYH
producer describing Rita DVµDUHSRUWIURPWKHGHSWKV¶(Anonymous, 1987d).  
But what does this mean for %DUQDUG¶V project? On one hand she attempts to 
GLVDVVHPEOH WKH µWUXWK¶RIGRFXPHQWDU\ IRUP \HW VKH WKHQDUJXHVRQ µNight Waves¶ WKDW µ,
ZDQWHG SHRSOH WR VSHDN IRU WKHPVHOYHV"¶ :KHUH %DUQDUG YLHZV UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ DV D IRUP
totally beguiling yet utterly unable to capture reality, I argue here that truthfulness can emerge 
in cinema, manifested here in the voices of the Northern women, not in the stories they tell. 
Their locality is marked in their choices of words and colloquialisms: never more apparent 
than in Lisa +HU GHHSO\ ORFDOLVHG ODQJXDJH VR FORVH WR 'XQEDU¶V RZQ FKDUDFWHU GLDORJXH
includes µDQ\RI\RXVHDQ\ZD\HK"¶µµ$KZHUHHYHQZHDULQJWKHFORWKHVPH¶VHQ¶DQGµPH
PXPSLFNHGVRPHULJKWVDGGRV,VZHDUGRZQ¶  
 
The Arbor on Brafferton Arbor  
While the first section of this article explored individual recollection and interior spaces, the 
second section explores exterior spaces and communal experience. I examine %DUQDUG¶V
staging of The Arbor 'XQEDU¶V ILUVW IXOO-length play, as a promenade performance on 
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Brafferton Arbor, from which excerpts were included in the film. Here, I examine how 
Buttershaw residents respond to the performance, and consider what issues of authenticity are 
brought with their representation and inclusion in the film.  
In 1971 Dunbar, her parents and her seven brothers and sisters moved to the Arbor as 
SDUWRI%UDGIRUG¶VRQ-going post war slum clearance strategy. In 1974, the Buttershaw Project 
community workers strongly criticised the Departments of Social Services, Housing, and 
Health and Social Security regarding conditions on the estate. The workers revealed that 
%XWWHUVKDZKDVµDOOWKHKDOOPDUNVRImaterial deprivation ± the smashed windows and broken 
GRRUV OLWWHU EURNHQ ERWWOHV UXEELVK DQG ODUJH XQZDQWHG LWHPV LQ WKH IURQW JDUGHQ¶. They 
pinpointed %UDIIHUWRQ$UERUµZLWKLWVIRXUEHGURRPKRXVHVDQGFRQVHTXHQWO\ODUJHIDPLOLHV¶
and the Boulevard (a street of maisonettes and medium rise flats) as the two worst streets 
(Anonymous, 1974). Schoolgirl Dunbar wrote the first act of a play about life on her street for 
her CSE English project. This was an autobiographical piece, about getting pregnant at 
fifteen, being in a car crash, and having stillborn baby at six months. Later, with 
HQFRXUDJHPHQW IURP D WHDFKHU 'XQEDU VXEPLWWHG LW IRU WKH 5R\DO &RXUW¶V <RXQJ :ULWHU¶V
Festival, whereupon it was staged in the Theatre Upstairs, before being expanded and 
transferred to the Main Stage in 1980 (Peacock, 1999, p.188). FRU %DUQDUG¶V SHUIRUPDQFH
there is no stage, no wings, merely a few props ± a tattered sofa and an old television on the 
grass. Local residents stand around and watch. Behind the actors are the old post-war houses 
that Dunbar grew up in during the 1970s. At the opposite side of the road are newer houses, 
built in the early 2000s after the council demolished much of the old estate. As befits 
%DUQDUG¶VZLGHULnterest in Buttershaw, the film visually plays upon past and present, between 
old and new estate life: the Father character swigs from a can of lager, the grey old houses 
behind him, opposite him stands a local teenage boy, holding a bottle of water, flanked by the 
orange new build houses. 
The play could have been filmed inside one of the houses on the Arbor, just as Lisa 
DQG/RUUDLQH¶V WHVWLPRQLHVZHUH%XW WKH LQVLGHVRIKRXVHVKROGIDU OHVVFOXHV WRD ORFDWLRQ
they could be inside any post war council estate in the country. However, by staging on the 
street, the pavements, the bricks and mortar, the residents all become living embodiments of 
'XQEDU¶V OLIHAbout twenty locals watch when the play begins. Children are everywhere: a 
boy in a yellow t-shirt runs around, ignoring the acting, playing and shouting; there are kids in 
school uniform, on bikes, wearing roller ERRWV 2QH ODG VZD\V DWRS KLV GDG¶V VKRXOGHUV
Barnard emphasises the importance of the audience in her depth of field: the actors and 
audience are equally sharply defined in foreground and background, no one party is 
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highlighted at the expense of the other. But it is the general lack of movement in the crowd 
that is the most interesting. They are (bar yellow t-shirt boy) watching very closely. They 
GRQ¶W UHDOO\ WDON. They stand still and watch. In the first scene shown in the film, the Girl 
(based on Dunbar) and Father are arguing. Occasionally, the dialogue (subject matter and 
choice of words) makes the locals to turn to each other, a glance to confirm a feeling. The 
language GRHVQ¶W VKRFN WKHP. When the Father says to the GLUO µIXFN RII RXW RI P\ sight 
EHIRUH,NLOO\RX¶WKH*irl snarls µ\RXKLWPHDQG,¶OOKLW\RXEDFN¶, and there are merely a few 
raised eyebrows and smiles in the audience.  
In a later scene, (Act 2, Scene 2 in the play), the family are arguing with the Father 
again. His eleven-year old son has just been killed and yet he shows no grief. There are more 
people in the estate audience now, almost circling the performers and becoming part of the set 
itself. Barnard H[SODLQVµZKDW\RXGRQ¶WVHHLQ WKHILOPUHDOO\EHFDXVHWKHUHZDVQ¶WURRPWR
put it in was that whenever we cut there would be kids riding horses through the set, and 
bikes, and kids sitting on the sofas¶ (BBC, 2010a). ,W¶V QRWLFHDEO\ OLYHOLHU teens larking 
around behind the sofas, and a constant chattering on the soundtrack. Residents on Brafferton 
Arbor itself stand on their doorsteps, observing the story of their street. These residents 
include 'XQEDU¶V RZQ IDPLO\ and in a deliberate move of distanciDWLRQ 'XQEDU¶V sister 
Pamela is shown standing in her garden, side by side with actor Kathryn Pogson, who plays 
her in the film. Pamela discussed her feelings with the local newspaper, Telegraph & Argus, 
revealing WKDWKHUVLVWHU¶VZRUNZDV very µautobiographical. This is very raw for me because 
LW¶V how I remember it¶ &OD\WRQ  Pamela watches scenes, composed of characters, 
intent and dialogue closely adhering to her own, personal memories; she watches this tale 
place on the street where her late sister wrote the play, where her and her family grew up. By 
juxtaposing play, filming, actors and family members in this fashion, Barnard has made the 
gap between reality and representation very small indeed, yet retains its problematic 
relationship. 
The audience then uses physical response to integrate itself further into the 
performance. The Mother storms off and the Father yells after her that their son is dead, 
µ'HDG \RX KHDU WKDW" &DQ¶W \RX JHW WKDW WKURXJK \RXU EDVWDUG KHDG RI \RXUV"¶. David (the 
named, elder brother) stands RYHU )DWKHU VKRXWLQJ µVKXW XS¶ DQG NLFNLQJ KLP KDUG DQG
menacingly. The frailty of the alcoholic elder man is suddenly exposed. The eruption of 
violence in turn tempers the lairy crowd; they are stilled. µ2RKV¶IORDWRQWKHVRXQGWUDFNsome 
people bend in sympathy, and two women grab each other. More than a few start to grin after 
a few seconds. The more contemplative, sombre mood remains until the Girl and David leave 
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the set and only the mother and father are left in their own misery. The local people in the 
audience can be seen as  µVRFLDO DFWRUV¶ real people, in their usual environments, behaving 
PRUHRUOHVVDVWKH\ZRXOGGRZLWKRXWWKHSUHVHQFHRIFDPHUDV)RU1LFKROOVµWKHLUYDOXHWR
the filmmakeUFRQVLVWV«LQZKDWWKHLURZQOLYHVHPERG\7KHLUYDOXHUHVLGHVLQ« the ways 
LQZKLFKWKHLUHYHU\GD\EHKDYLRXUDQGSHUVRQDOLW\VHUYHWKHQHHGVRIWKHILOPPDNHU¶
p.46).  
Beswick has pointed out that in theatrical representations of estate life, the resident is 
PDUJLQDOLVHGµQRWOHDVW because they often (at least while living on estates) have no platform 
to participate in the media, academic and popular discourse surrounding their home space¶
(2014, p.100). Here, something else is happening: by filming on and in the residents homes, 
surrounded by neighbours and friends, with no expectation from the filmmaker that they have 
to do something, the Buttershaw residents remain themselves. TKHLU UHDFWLRQV WR 'XQEDU¶V
play provide not only guidance for the audience watching at home, but also offer a wider 
VRFLDOFRQWH[WIRU'XQEDU¶VOLIHDQGZULWLQJ,QKHUDQDO\VLVRIIHPDOHµFRPLQJRIDJH¶VWRULHV
VHW RQ %ULWLVK FRXQFLO HVWDWHV (PLO\ &XPLQJ DUJXHV µthe estate is more than just a canvas 
against which these stories of development are cast¶DQGWKDWWKH\µinform the representative 
modes through which these female protagonists emerge: their gait, their ways of seeing, their 
sense of a place of the world (in all senses of that term)¶p.&XPLQJ¶Vdeclaration 
µPRUH WKDQ MXVW D FDQYDV¶ LV FHQWUDO IRU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ 'XQEDU. :KHQ 'XQEDU¶V SOD\ LV
performed in the middle of the street, the social and architectural space of the Arbor ± the 
bricks and mortar, the people, and their behavior in relation to their surroundings ± all become 
living embodiments of her life. Dodd claims that the working class women of Bradford are 
XQDEOH WR VSHDN IRU WKHPVHOYHV LQ %DUQDUG¶V ILOP +RZHYHU in this film, an easy sense of 
community, and regional specificity emanates from the screen as history is re-presented and 
repeated.  
 
Black Lace at The Beacon 
,Q  %UDGIRUG &RXQFLO ODXQFKHG LWV µ%UDGIRUG %RXQFLQJ %DFN¶ FDPSDLJQ LQWHQG WR
rebrand and improve tourism to the city. The city had suffered badly with the recession of the 
ODWH V DQG WKH GHLQGXVWULDOLVDWLRQ RI WKH 1RUWK ZDV D KXJH EORZ IRU WKH FLW\¶V WH[WLOH
manufacturing economy. The city also became notorious for its association with two 
murderers, the Black Panther Donald Neilson, and Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper 
(RusseOO  S %\ WKH V µBradford was to become a byword in Britain for 
planning blight, urban deprivation, and racial tension¶ *XQQ  S 7he city was 
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ZHDWKHULQJ WKH IDOO RXW IURP WHDFKHU 5D\ +RQH\IRUG¶V comments on assimilation and 
immigration, and attempting to recover from the Bradford City Fire at Valley Parade in 1985, 
the latter adding to the sense of Bradford being µXQOXFN\a site where tragic events unfolded¶
(Russell, 2003, p.56). Meanwhile, DunEDU¶VSOD\Rita, Sue and Bob Too was first performed 
at the Royal Court on 14 October 1982. She was then asked to write a screenplay for the film 
and drew material from her first two plays. Filming began on location in September 1986, on 
Buttershaw, Baildon Moor and in Haworth. At the same time, planning its morale-boosting 
campaign, the Council launched the Bradford Arts Festival, and opened the 1853 Gallery in 
Saltaire. However, Rita¶V release in May 1987 disrupted the rebranding. With its explicit 
conteQWVH[XDOWKHPHVDQGWDJOLQHµ7KDWFKHU¶V%ULWDLQZLWK,WV.QLFNHUV'RZQ¶Rita was not 
the kind of marketing the Council planned for, and the film spawned extensive regional and 
national media coverage of the city. The Arbor includes clips from Rita, including its most 
infamous: filmed in the Boulevard on Buttershaw, Rita, Sue, Bob and his wife Michelle row 
about %RE¶V LQILGHOLWLHV $Q ROG PDQ heckles them from the balcony of his first floor flat, 
shouting µWDNH WKHP XS 0DQQingKDP /DQH¶ However, in the following analysis, I want to 
examine a less well-known scene, a club night at the Beacon pub on the estate. In so doing, I 
situate 'XQEDU¶VZULWLQJDQGrepresentation of young working class women within a specific 
Northern community, then explore the furore LQ%UDGIRUGIROORZLQJWKHILOP¶VSUHPLHUH. 
The scene begins in the function room with local Leeds / Wakefield novelty band 
%ODFN /DFH SHUIRUPLQJ WKHLU VRQJ µ*DQJ %DQJ¶ RQ VWDJH. Rita, Sue and Bob gyrate in the 
middle of a busy dance floor. The demographic of the dancers is diverse: young and old, all 
dressed up in bright primary colours, young mothers to grandmothers. While it is fair to 
assume many, if not all, of the dancers are extras employed by the filmmakers, it is clear that 
there are DQXPEHURIWKH%HDFRQ¶VUHJXODUFXVWRPHUVLQDVZHOO7KHPDMRULW\DUHVDWDWWKH
yellow melamine tables cluttered with pints and bottles of lager that line the edges of the 
dance floor. The room is packed to capacity and social actors sit cheek by jowl with 
performers, cigarettes dangling from their mouths, and clapping along. As with the 
SURPHQDGHSHUIRUPDQFHRIµ7KH$UERU¶the people of Buttershaw are once more employed to 
add verisimilitude to proceedings while functioning as the diegetic audience foU 'XQEDU¶V
ZULWLQJ5LWD6XHDQG%RE¶VERGLHVDUHZRXQGDURXQGHDFKRWKHUWKH\revolve in time to the 
music. The girls throw their arms everywhere, laughing; they scream the lyrics at each other. 
While Rita kisses Bob, Sue dances around, and vice versa; the girls jump up and down, arms 
aloft, happy in their own world.  As the song finishes, a grey-haired elderly lady picks her 
way off the dance floor. Flushed and smiling, she wipes the sweat off the back of her neck.  
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The scene concludes as Mavis, a frieQGRI %RE¶VZLIH0LFKHOOH VSRWVKLPZLWK WKH
girls. This scene was written for the screenplay and is the structural midpoint: everything 
changes from here once Bob is caught. However, what is more significant here is the VFHQH¶V 
sense of space and place: Bradford, and specifically the residents of Buttershaw are 
represented in a glorious technicolour, illuminated by flashing disco lights. The Beacon is 
represented as a place of community, where young and old come together to enjoy 
themselves. The bright colours, the uproarious behaviour of Rita and Sue, and the easy 
amusement of the locals demonstrates an alternative view of estate life, where pubs like the 
Beacon or working mens clubs, become places of solidarity and community for those living in 
the area. It reminds one of *HRUJH2UZHOO¶Vcomment that µDZRUNLQJ-class population [uses] 
the pub as a kind of club¶DQGZKHUHDSXEGRHVQRWH[LVWµLt is a serious blow at communal 
lLIH¶p.156). 7KHUH¶VDGDQJHURIURPDQWLFL]LQJWKHsocial relations of the club here, as a 
haven of camaraderie and solidarity alien to the middle classes; indeed in a discussion of 
working class attitudes Hoggart SUHIHUV µJURXS-VHQVH¶ RYHU µcommuniW\¶ DV WKH ODWWHU¶V
µovertones seem too simply favourable; they may lead to an under-estimation of the harsher 
WHQVLRQV DQG VDQFWLRQV RI ZRUNLQJ FODVV JURXSV¶  p.80). The dark undercurrent of 
FRPPXQLW\LVIXUWKHUFRQILUPHGE\/RUUDLQH¶VPRQRORJXHLQ 6RDQV¶A State Affair about her 
FKLOGKRRGµHYHU\RQHZDVLQIRUDOFRKRO«DQGWKHUHZDVDORWRIGRPHVWLFYLROHQFH6RLWZDV
KRUULEOHEHIRUHEXWWKHUHZDVDVHQVHRIFRPPXQLW\¶'XQEDU	6RDQVS'HVSLWH
this, Dunbar remained loyal to her locality. In an interview with a local newspaper, Dunbar 
discusses being interviewed by national MRXUQDOLVWV WKDW µWhey all seem to think I should go 
down to London and be a bit of a pratt,GRQ¶WPLQGYLVLWLQJ/RQGRQEXW,GRQ¶WOLNHOLYLQJ
WKHUH ,DPKDSS\ LQ%XWWHUVKDZ¶+ROGVZRUWK'XQEDU¶VPLQGVHW LVPDGHHYLGHQW LQ
this scene: surrounded by Black Lace, pints of lager and gyrating pensioners, Rita and Sue 
enjoy themselves, lost in the dancing. The Beacon, and by extension, the estate, is where Rita 
and Sue are most at home.   
 When Rita SUHPLHUHGDW WKH%ULJKWRQ ¶)LOP)HVWLYDO Bradford Council was very 
disappointed at the image of the city. The Yorkshire Evening Post FRPPHQWHG µOHDGLQJ
councilors fear the film will do some damage to Bradford, and other opinion leaders deplore 
WKH LPDJH SUHVHQWHG¶ (1987b). Councillors had serious concerns about the damage it could 
inflict XSRQWKHµ%UDGIRUG%RXQFLQJ%DFN¶campaign, particularly ZKHQ'XQEDU¶Vscreenplay 
showed that the people of Buttershaw were (economically) doing anything but that. The 
Telegraph & Argus quoted the chairman of %UDGIRUG¶V employment and environment 
committee: µWKHUH DUH D ORW of wonderful things in the city and it GRHVQ¶W KHOS LWV LPDJH
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especially when we are trying to move DZD\ IURP EHLQJ D ³FORWK FDS´ FLW\¶ Anonymous, 
1987c). Here, the old image of the North as an industrial city, built on the manufacture of 
wool, SHRSOHGE\FORWKFDSPHQFRPHVXSDJDLQVW WKHVWDUN7KDWFKHULWH UHDOLW\RI'XQEDU¶V
writing. Rita¶VUHFHSWLRQZDVQRWKHOSHGE\WKHILOP¶VFR-producer Patsy Pollock, who at the 
festival press conference, proclaimed that WKHSHRSOHRI%XWWHUVKDZµOLYHEHORZ the bread line. 
I think their lives are appalling, sterile, loveless and hard. Drinking and sex are the only 
luxuries in a community where unemployment has bred a level of poverty I have never seen. 
Yet this is England, not the Third World¶ Anonymous, 1987d). Pollock attempts an 
Orwellian commentary on the cheapness and popularity of very small luxuries during times of 
depression (here, sex and alcohol, but for Orwell, sugar, gambling and sweets). In fact, there 
LVPXFKLQ2UZHOO¶VThe Road to Wigan Pier (1937) that speaks to the plight of Buttershaw, 
when he writes µZKROH VHFWLRQV RI WKH ZRUNLQJ FODVV ZKR KDYH EHHQ SOXQGHUHG RI DOO WKH\
really need are being compensated, in part, by cheap luxuries which mitigate the surface of 
OLIH¶  p.165). Yet PolORFN¶V FRPPHQWV FRPH DFURVV DV inflammatory and hyperbolic, 
and more importantly they fail to capture any of the tone or humour of the film, nor the theme 
of teenage female friendship that binds the text together.  
Oppositional rhetoric did not speak to, or for, Dunbar. $ PRQWK DIWHU WKH ILOP¶V
premiere she published a response in the Yorkshire Post, vehemently denying a political 
context to her work:  
 
0\ILOPZDVQRWDQLQYHQWLRQ,WZDVZULWWHQZLWKµUHDO¶SHRSOHLQPLQGLWZDVQRW
primarily about a coXQFLO HVWDWH QRU ZDV LW VWULFWO\ DERXW VH[« Bradford City 
Council is wrong in thinking that I wrote my film with the have and have-nots of 
the North (DVWLQPLQG« The fact is the deprivation is there whether they like it 
RU QRW« The film is purely and simply a comedy on everyday life. It is not a 
VRFLDOFRPPHQW¶'XQEDU 
 
A few weeks later, in interview Clarke concurred µQRWKHUHLVQ¶WDQRYHUWSROLWLFDOPHVVDJHLQ
Rita )RU WKH JLUOV /DERXU PHDQV KDYLQJ D EDE\¶ +XWFKLQVRQ  S 'XQEDU¶V lack 
(and lack of interest in) explicit political commentary was puzzling to many of the critics, 
who brought their own cultural expectations to their film. Rita was filmed on location, on an 
estate in contemporary Bradford, about teenage girls with ordinary lives, played by unknown 
actors: on paper it conforms to what -RKQ &RUQHU GHVFULEHV DV µWKH UHDOLVW ILOP DHVWKHWLF¶
ZKLFK KDV µGHYHORSHG WKH SRUWUD\DO RI ZRUNLQJ FODVV VWRU\OLQHV ZLWKLQ FRQWHPSRUDU\« 
settings, catching at the reorganisation of relations and class and gender, of work and leisure 
DQG\HWWKHFRQWLQXDWLRQ«RIUDGLFDOLQHTXDOLWLHV¶p.91). Social realism has frequently 
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depicted the (often Northern) working classes from the perspective of middle class outsider, 
where the subject LVµin a rather passive role ± either as a victim or as a self-sacrificing heroic 
figure¶ &UHHEHU  p.424). Andrew Higson has also explored how social realism often 
LQFOXGHV µa moral commitment to a particular set of social problems and solutions« films 
should show the dignity of the working man¶p.4, his emphasis). When faced with the 
North, poverty and estates, framed within a social realist aesthetic, the critics knew what to 
expect, having witnessed the politically fiery, engaged work of Ken Loach and Tony Garnett, 
or the bleak GHVSHUDWLRQ RI $ODQ %OHDVGDOH¶V Boys From the Blackstuff (1982). Yet Rita 
UHMHFWHGPXFKRIWKHPRUDOL]LQJGLJQLW\DQGFRPPHQWDU\RQLQHTXDOLW\WKHµKDYHDQGKDYH-
QRWV¶ DV 'XQEDU SXWV LW usually found in these dramas. This particularly annoyed Hilary 
Mantel, writing for The Spectator: 
 
,W RXJKW WR EH IXQQ\ EXW LW LVQ¶W« SHUKDSV LWV EHFDXVH FRPHG\ GHSHQGV RQ
dissonance and distance ± and this film is entirely accepting of the world it 
observes« WKH ILOP DVNV XV WR OLNH WKHP DQG SLW\ WKHP« EXW LQ IDFW WKH JLUOV
appear desperate and pathetic: a hopeless pair of greasy-faced witches, with no 
virtue in their shrieking camaraderie«VDGO\HYHQ0LVV'XQEDU¶VYDXQWHGVXSHU-
UHDOLVWLF GLDORJXH IDLOV 7KHUH¶V WRR PXFK RI LW LQ WKH JLUO¶V KRXVHKROGV WKH\
communicate more in one scene than such families do in a year (1987, p.53, my 
emphasis). 
 
To suggest that the families over-communicate is to not look behind the meaning of the words 
(surprising in a writer of ManteO¶VFDOLEUH$IDPLO\ZKRFRQVWDQWO\VFUHDPDQGVKRXWDWHDFK
RWKHUDUHQRWFRPPXQLFDWLQJWKHUHLVQRHPRWLRQDOWUXWKLQWHOOLQJHDFKRWKHUµIXFNRIIRU,¶OO
EHDW\RX¶6XH¶VIDPLO\UXQVRQWKHVHHPSW\ZRUGVIOXQJLGO\QR-one meaning what they say 
until it is too late, everyone already bored. Rita and Sue are neither desperate nor pathetic; the 
issue here is that their choices baffle Mantel. Their absence of expectations is unrecognisable 
WRKHU7KLVFKLPHVZLWK WKH UHVSRQVH WR'XQEDU¶V ILUVWSOD\The Arbor at the Royal Court: 
DFFRUGLQJWR5RE5LWFKLHWKH&RXUW¶VOLWHUDU\PDQDJHUWKHSOD\ZDVµDVUHPRWHDVDSLHFHRI
DQWKURSRORJ\¶ WR 6RXWKHUQ theatre-going audiences (Jones, 2004, p.454). 0DQWHO¶V PDLQ
displeasure seems to be that the girls lack interest in changing their situation, they do not 
dream RIHVFDSLQJWKHHVWDWHIRUDµEHWWHU¶OLIHHOVHZKHUHSimilarly, the Monthly Film Bulletin 
FULWLFLVHVWKHILOPIRULWVµODFNRIGLVWDQFH¶:RRWWRQp.282), while the New Statesman 
argues the film µcheerfully reproduces dominant ideologies, especially racism and sexism. 
7KHUH LVQR LURQ\DWZRUNKHUHDQGQRWDSURJUHVVLYH LGHDO LQVLJKW¶ &XQOLIIH, p.21). 
Unless the characters actively agitate for change, the critics appear nonplussed. Arguably, 
WKH\KDYHEHHQVSRLOHGE\DUWLFXODWHDQGDQJU\-LPP\3RUWHULQ-RKQ2VERXUQH¶VLook Back 
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in Anger ZULWLQJSRHPVDWKLVPDUNHWVWDQGDQGUHDGLQJRXWEURDGVKHHWV¶LQGLFWPHQW
of the working classes. Yet the absence of progressive ideals chimes with attitudes of many 
Northerners with similar backgrounds. Hoggart has famously written about his upbringing in 
the poor and working class environs of South Leeds (which abuts the Bradford South 
constituency, including Buttershaw), and he manages to find the words to articulate the mind-
set of many of its people. When people feel that cannot change much about their situation, 
when they µIHHOLWQRWQHFHVVDULO\ZLWKGHVSDLURUGLVDSSRLQWPHQWRUUHVHQWPHQWEXWVLPSO\DV
a fact of life, they adopt attitudes towards that situation which allow them to have a liveable 
life under its shadow¶WKDWWKHVHDWWLWXGHVDFFHSWµOife as hard, with nothing to be done about 
LWSXWXSZLWKLWDQGGRQ¶WDJJUDYDWHWKHVLWXDWLRQ¶SThis form of ideology, the 
µSXWXSDQGVKXWXS¶LVZRYHQ'XQEDU¶Vplays; 5LWD6XHDQGµWKH*LUO¶GRQRWTXHVWLRQWKHLU
situations for this is simply how life is. 
&ODUNH¶VGHFLVLRQ, as director, to avoid the usual moralising of Northern social realism 
is neither simple-minded nor politically precarious. He had already proved himself capable of 
presenting work with a finely attuned awareness: a few months prior to filming Rita, Clarke 
made the highly stylised television film Road (1987). This was an adaptation of Jim 
&DUWZULJKW¶VSOD\ performed for the 5R\DO&RXUW¶V µ7KH1RUWK¶ VHDVRQ in conjunction 
ZLWK 'XQEDU¶V WKLUG SOD\ Shirley. MDGH IRU WKH %%&¶V Screenplay series, Road is set on a 
poverty-stricken street in Lancashire and depicts people occupying terraces on the verge of 
falling down. They stagnate in rooms without furniture, and live without love. The play 
DGGUHVVHV µWKH XQGHUFODVV¶ µWKRVH LQ WKH VR-FDOOHG ³SRYHUW\ WUDS´ IRU ZKRP WKH GRPLQDQW
class fraction in society no longer wished to take responsibility for in the 7KDWFKHULWHV¶
(Paget, 1998, p.108). This concept was GHYHORSHGLQWKHILOPZKLFKµSowerfully depicts the 
human cost of 7KDWFKHULWH HFRQRPLFV¶ 5ROLQVRQ  p.114). In startling, disjointed 
monologues the ensemble cast reveal their desperation for change. The film culminates in 
/RXLVH¶V-DQH+RUURFNVdisquieting monologue, delivered through tears, µ,KDYHELJZLVKHV, 
you know. I want my life to be all shinied-XS%XWLWVVRGXOOHG«LW¶VVRKDUG... I want magic 
DQGPLUDFOHV«,ZDQWWKHVXUIDFHXSDQGRIIDQGDOOWKHJROGDQGMHZHOVDQGOLJKWRXWRQWKH
SDYHPHQW¶So, Mantel and Cunliffe may well argue that it is a weakness of the film to accept 
the world of Rita as is, but it is not a weakness of the writing, nor directorial oversight. Clarke 
NQHZWROHDYH'XQEDU¶VZRUOGLQWDFWHYHQDW WKHFRVWRIDFULWLFDOEDFNODVKHe commented 
WKDWWKHILOPFDPHµULJKWRXWRI$QGUHD¶VRZQOLIH¶VKRWµQRW\DUGVIURPZKHUHVKHOLYHG¶
WKDWµthose girls are what they DUH7KDW¶VJRRGHQRXJKIRUPH,GRQ¶WJLYHDVKLWDERXWZKDW
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SHRSOHWKLQNLVP\LPSDFWRQWKHILOPDVORQJDV,IHHO,KDYHGRQHULJKWE\WKHP¶0DOFROP
1987, p.15). 
While Bradford Council may have despaired of the film, 'XQEDU DQG &ODUNH¶V ILOP
certainly pleased some of the Buttershaw residents. Rita started a week long run in Bradford, 
premiering at the Cannon cinema on 17 September 1987, but the producers invited people 
from the estate to a special preview screening on the 10th September. A local reporter noted 
µWKHUH ZHUH QR VLJQ RI FULWLFLVP« RQO\ ODXJKWHU DQG ORWV RI LW¶ H[SODLQLQJ WKDW µHYHQ
Buttershaw residents who protested about the film before its release have changed their 
PLQGV¶ RQH UHVLGHQW FRPPHQWLQJ µ, GLGQ¶W H[SHFW WR HQMR\ LW EXW , IRXQG LW YHU\ IXQQ\¶
(Spencer, 1987). Another baffled reporter UHYHDOHGµZKHQ,VDZRita, Sue and Bob Too!, I was 
startled by the reaction of the women in the audience: they loved it. There I was wrestling 
with my conscience about whether what I was watching was art or pornography while they 
ZHUHNLOOLQJ WKHPVHOYHVZLWK ODXJKWHU¶ +ROGVZRUWKThis is revealing of perhaps the 
PRVW LPSRUWDQW HOHPHQW RI 'XQEDU¶V ZRUN KHU rare ability to observe the life of her 
community, her family and herself, to consider them without judgement, and to weave these 
threads into compelling stories. Her works reveals a section of society that exists beyond the 
experiential understanding of many middle-class cultural commentators. Indeed, Stafford-
Clarke described her first play DV µWKHPRVW UHPDUNDEOHDQG LPSRUWDQWZRUN¶ WKDW WKH5R\DO
&RXUWKDVGRQHµbecause it gives voice to a section of society which is culturally disinherited, 
DQGZULWWHQDERXWDOPRVWH[FOXVLYHO\E\RXWVLGHUV¶ (Lane, 2012, p.147). By writing from the 
inside, Dunbar created Girl, Rita and Sue, none of whom are passive victims, self-sacrificing 
or fighting to get away. From the perspective of the critics, it seems that when people are 
allowed to speak for themselves, they (unfortunately) GRQ¶WDOZD\VVD\ZKDWyou want them 
to.  
  
Conclusion 
'XQEDU¶VSOD\VFKDUWWKHGHWHULRUDWLRQRIWKH%XWWHUVKDZHVWDWHDGHWHULRUDWLRQWKDWPLUURUVWKH
difficulties experienced by the city as a whole. One could argue that the de-industrialisation of 
%UDGIRUG¶VWH[WLOHLQGXVWU\(and ensuing decline of Buttershaw) is not special or unique, that it 
is a story reflected across many Northern cities7KHUHDUHFHUWDLQO\SDUDOOHOVZLWK%UDGIRUG¶V
South Yorkshire neighbour Sheffield, with the collapse of the steel industry and the Manor 
µVLQN¶estate, described in 1983 as a µcommunity overwhelmed and GHPRUDOLVHG¶E\WKHVFDOH
and speed of job losses (Fletcher, 2010, p.328). However, in the same way that the seeming 
aim of documentary is the impossible GHVLUH WR FDSWXUH WKH µUHDO¶ I still contend that the 
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representation of one, true North is an impossible project. As &ODUNH KDV DUJXHG 'XQEDU¶V
ZRUN LV DERXW µher and her mates, not about everyone who lives on council estates, and its 
certainl\ QRW DERXW DOO 1RUWKHUQHUV %XW , VKRXOGQ¶W UHDOO\ KDYH WR VD\ WKDW VKRXOG ,"¶
(Malcolm, 1987, p.15). It is WKH VSHFLILFLW\ RI 'XQEDU¶V VRFLDO JHRJUDSKLFDO DQG WHPSRUDO
upbringing that offers the best route into understanding the power of her work. We should be 
researching and celebrating the diversity of Northern production, finding creative 
practitionHUV ZKR µVSHDN IRU WKHPVHOYHV¶ WKURXJK WKLV ZH FDQ SHUKDSV XQFRYHU D more 
profitable way of understanding the intricacy and contradiction inherent in Northern 
representation. By examining the multifaceted ways that The Arbor and Rita represent Dunbar 
and Bradford, it is hoped that this article provides a model for exposing the complexities in 
approaching studies of the North, while also celebrating how these films gave a voice to those 
mouthy, young and exuberant Northern women whom have long languished at the edges of 
the film frame.  
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